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The Mexican government has postponed construction of a new airport for Mexico City indefinitely
and is instead turning its attention to short-term improvements in the existing facility. The new
proposal, announced in a press conference in late May, would expand the existing facility while
shifting some passenger and cargo traffic to other airports in the region. the administration said the
new plan defers the need for a new terminal for at least 10 years.
The Aeropuerto Internacional de la Ciudad de Mexico (AICM), also known as the Benito Juarez
International Airport, was originally constructed in 1910. The aging facility, although remodeled
and expanded several times, was beginning to show signs of wear and was expected to exceed its
capacity to handle passengers within a matter of years. This prompted the administrations of former
President Ernesto Zedillo and President Vicente Fox to propose a new terminal for the capital in
either Texcoco in Mexico state or Tizayuca in Hidalgo state.
After a series of studies, the Fox administration settled on Texcoco but met strong opposition from
environmental groups and local residents. The environmental organizations raised concerns that
the new terminal would endanger several species of birds that use the area as a habitat. Residents of
the communal farm in San Salvador Atenco were united in opposing the project. Some felt it would
disrupt their way of life, while others felt the government was offering too little money for the land.
In the end, vocal and sometimes violent protests from Atenco residents derailed the project (see
SourceMex, 2001-10-31 and 2002-07-17).
As recently as August 2002, the Fox administration was considering plans to go forward with
construction of a terminal for Mexico City at some other location (see SourceMex, 2002-08-28). The
plan had to be shelved because of a downturn in air travel caused by a weak global economy and the
impact of the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks on New York and Washington and by the recent war in Iraq (see
SourceMex, 2003- 03-19 and 2003-04-02).
Under the new proposal, the government would spend 450 million pesos (US$42.7 million) to
construct an adjacent terminal building and expand the existing facility, which would add about 35%
capacity to the airport. Construction was scheduled for completion by the end of 2004, said Ernesto
Velasco, director of the airport-services agency Aeropuertos y Servicios Auxiliares (ASA).
The decision to expand the existing terminal is a victory of sorts for Mexico City Mayor Andres
Manuel Lopez Obrador and the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD), which
advocated this option rather than a new facility. The plan, however, does not include construction of
another runway, which is what Lopez Obrador and other members of the PRD had advocated.
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Some legislators from the PRD and the former governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI)
appealed to the Fox government to consider amending the plan to add a third runway to the airport.
"All the technical studies confirm the viability of the airport expansion, and a third runway near the
hangars would give this facility viability for the next 15 years," said PRI Deputy Cesar Duarte Juarez,
who chairs the communications and transportation committee (Comision de Comunicaciones y
Transportes) in the lower house.

Plan would expand terminal, divert traffic to other airports
A major element of the plan would divert passenger and cargo traffic to the nearby airports of
Toluca, Queretaro, Puebla, and Cuernavaca, which would also receive federal funds for expansion
and modernization. The Fox government plans to link some of these facilities with a new suburban
rail system that would connect communities in the states of Mexico, Puebla, and Queretaro with the
capital. In addition, the government plans to reduce the role of the Mexico City airport as a hub and
divert connections to some of the country's other major airports such as Guadalajara, Monterrey,
and Cancun.
Some members of the private sector and the airline-pilots union were skeptical about the airportexpansion plan. In a report published in early June, the management-consulting company AT
Kearney questioned the utility of the plan, which it said would add at most three years to the Mexico
City airport's passenger and cargo capacity, especially if the Mexican economy grows at a projected
rate of 3.5% to 4% annually over the next several years. "The great risk is the government would be
investing huge financial resources in this project to increase capacity by a very small amount," said
AT Kearney vice president Ricardo Haneine.
Haneine and other experts like prominent Mexican architect Joaquin Alvarez Ordonez said the best
alternative to meet the long-term needs of Mexico City was to construct a new terminal at Texcoco.
"President Fox caved in to pressure under the threat of machetes at San Salvador Atenco," said
columnist Felix Fuentes of the daily newspaper El Universal. "He should have listened to qualified
urbanists and developed a long-term solution."
The expansion proposal received mixed reviews from the airline-pilots union Asociacion Sindical
de Pilotos Aviadores (ASPA), which said the shift of some air traffic to nearby terminals was a viable
option. The plan could also have an unintended effect on Mexico's air-travel industry, increasing
costs for the country's two financially ailing flagship airlines AeroMexico and Mexicana. "We have
to study the new proposal to determine how we will reallocate our resources," said an AeroMexico
official. [Note: Peso-dollar conversions in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on
June 4, reported at 10.53 pesos per US$1.00] (Sources: El Sol de Mexico, 05/28/03; Agencia de noticias
Proceso, 05/29/03, 05/30/03; Associated Press, La Jornada, 05/30/03; Notimex, 05/28/03, 05/29/03,
06/02/03; Milenio Diario, 05/29/03, 06/03/03; Reforma, 02/10/03, 05/08/03, 05/28-30/03, 06/03/03,
06/04/03; El Financiero, 03/28/03, 06/04/03; La Cronica de Hoy, 05/30/03, 06/02-04/03; El Universal,
06/03/03)
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